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Accounting in
Literature
Faulkner’s The Hamlet
By Victoria Beard
Now is the time to brush up on the
classics of American literature. Why
notstart with William Faulkner’s The
Hamlet? How many novels are there
where the battle between good and
evil takes place through a complex
series of accounting transactions?
The Hamlet was written in 1931
and is the first novel in Faulkner’s
trilogy about the Snopes family. It is
on the suggested reading list for
accountants not because ofthe Hora
tio Alger-like rise of Flem Snopes
from a sharecropper’s son to a local
financier, but because ofthe unusual
ly inventive and complex accounting
transactions that move the plot for
ward and develop the characters of
the two main characters, Ratliff and
Flem.
The novel is composed of a series
of loosely connected incidents, but
the subplot which should interest
the accountant concerns the deal
ings between the itinerant sewingmachine salesman Ratliff and the
“inhumanly successful” [Brooks, p.

1.

403] Flem Snopes. The Snopeses,
poor dirt-farmers, have been implicat
ed in a barn-burning in another
county, and their reputation for
mean-spiritedness follows them to
Frenchman’s Bend. Shortly after
their arrival, Flem Snopes is hired as
aclerk inWill Varner’sstore, presuma
bly in exchange for “fire insurance”:
They would have been there on any
other night, but this evening they
were gathered even before the sun
was completely gone, looking now
and then toward the dark front of
Varner’s store as people will gather
to look quietly at the cold embers of
a lynching or at the propped ladder
and open window of an elopement,
since the presence of a hired white
clerk in the store of a man still able
to walk and with intellect still sound
enough to make money mistakes at
least in his own favor, was as un
heard of as the presence of a hired
white woman in one of their own
kitchens [pp. 29-30].

Ratliff, teasing Will Varner about
hiring a Snopes for fire insurance,

Three years ago their grandmother gave the three Snopes cousins (Mink, Isaac, and Flem) $10 each:
Mink Snopes
Balance Sheet

Cash

2.

$10.00

Capital

Flem Snopes
Balance Sheet

Isaac Snopes
Balance Sheet

$10.00

Cash

$10.00

Capital

$10.00

Cash

$10.00

Capital

$10.00

Then the budding entrepeneur Flem gives Isaac a note in exchange for his $10:
Mink Snopes
Balance Sheet

Cash

acknowledges that “there ain’t but
two men I know can risk fooling with
them folks” [p. 28] and even that
remains to be seen.
Ratliff says “the pleasures of
shrewd dealing far transcend mere
gross profit” [p. 69] and sets out to
prove that he can get the better of
Flem Snopes. He purposely delivers
an unordered sewing machine to
Flem’s poor cousin Mink Snopes,
successfully humiliating Mink into
buying the machinefor his wife, with
the expectation that Flem will be
forced to pay to protect the family
honor. Cleanth Brooks calls this the
flank attack on Flem [p. 402].
The cost of the sewing machine is
$10down (Ratliff’s profit) and a note
for $20 due in six months (to cover
the cost). Mink signs the $20 note to
Ratliff with both his own and Flem’s
name. When Ratliff is hesitant to
take the “cosigned” note, Mink says
to remind Flem that it is
from one cousin that’s still
scratching dirt to keep alive, to
another cousin that’s risen from
scratching dirt to owning a herd
of cattle and a hay barn [p. 77].
For the $10 down, Mink gives Rat
liff a second note dated three years
earlier for $10 plus interest, payable
on demand to IsaacSnopes or bear
er, signed Flem Snopes and en
dorsed by Isaac (X) to Mink, and
now endorsed to Ratliff. No further
explanation is given, and certainly
thecasual readerwould havedifficul
ty sorting out the effect ofthe events
as described in items 1 through 9.

$10.00

Capital

Flem Snopes
Balance Sheet

Isaac Snopes
Balance Sheet
$10.00

Note Receivable $10.00

Capital

$10.00

Cash

$20.00

Note Payable
Capital

$10.00
$10.00

3. Flem next gets Isaac to endorse this same note to Mink. Mink accepts the note and gives Flem (not Isaac!)
his $10. Flem now has all the cash, although presumably he still owes Isaac for this “loan”:

Note Receivable $10.00

Capital
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Flem Snopes
Balance Sheet

Isaac Snopes
Balance Sheet

Mink Snopes
Balance Sheet

$10.00

Loan Receivable$10.00

Capital

$10.00

Cash

$30.00

Note Payable
Loan Payable
Capital

$10.00
$10.00
$10.00

4.

Three years pass and interest accrues at an assumed annual rate of 6% (Brooks, p. 403):

Note Receivable $11.80

Flem Snopes
Balance Sheet

Isaac Snopes
Balance Sheet

Mink Snopes
Balance Sheet

$11.80

Capital

Loan Receivable$10.00

Cash

$10.00

Capital

$30.00

Note Payable
Loan Payable
Capital

$11.80
$10.00
$ 8.20

5. The plot resumes as Ratliff acquires for $12.50 (25 cents each) a contract to sell 50 goats to a Northerner
for $37.50 (75 cents each). He intends to involve Flem in the goat business for the frontal attack:
Ratliff
Balance Sheet

Snopes Cousins (combined)
Balance Sheet

Cash
$30.00
Note Receivable $11.80
Loan Receivable$10.00

Note Payable
Loan Payable
Capital

Goat Contract
Inventory

$11.80
$10.00
$30.00

$12.50
$20.00

$32.50

Capital

6. When Ratliff sells the sewing machine to Mink, Mink pays with the old note from Flem and the new $20
note “cosigned” by Flem. Ratliff has made an $11.80 profit on the sale of the machine:

Cash
Loan Receivable
Sewing Machine

Snopes Cousins
Balance Sheet
$30.00 Note Payable
$10.00 Note Payable
$31.80 Loan Payable
Capital

$11.80
$20.00
$10.00
$30.00

Ratliff
Income Statement
Sales
$31.80
Cost of sales
$20.00
Net income

$11.80

Note Receivable
Note Receivable
Goat Contract

Ratliff
Balance Sheet
$11.80 Capital
$20.00
$12.50

$44.30

7. Flem hears that Ratliff is looking for goats, so he corners the market, buying the fifty goats from Quick for
$12.50:
Ratliff
Balance Sheet

Snopes Cousins
Balance Sheet

Cash
$17.50
Loan Receivable$10.00
Goats
$12.50
Sewing Machine$31.80

Note Payable
Note Payable
Loan Payable
Capital

Note Receivable $11.80
Note Receivable $20.00
Goat Contract $12.50

$11.80
$20.00
$10.00
$30.00

Capital

$44.30

8. Ratliff needs the goats to satisfy his contract. He buys the goats from Flem (paying Flem with the $20
“cosigned” note) and sells them to the Northerner for $37.50:

Cash
Loan Receivable
Sewing Machine

Snopes Cousins
Balance Sheet
$17.50
$10.00
$31.80

Cash
Note Receivable

Ratliff
Balance Sheet
$37.50
$11.80

Flem Snopes
Income Statement
Sales
Cost of Sales

$20.00
$12.50

Net Income

$ 7.50

Ratliff
Income Statement
Sales
Cost of Sales
($12.50+ $20.00

$37.50

Net Income

$ 5.00

Note Payable
Loan Payable
Capital

$11.80
$10.00
$37.50

Capital

$49.30

$32.50

9. At this point, the Snopes’ equity has increased by $7.50 from the sale of the goats to Ratliff, and Ratliff’s
equity has increased by $16.80 ($11.80 from the sale of the sewing machine and $5.00 from the final sale of the
goats to the Northerner). The distribution of the wealth within the Snopes’ family unit is as follows:
Mink Snopes
Balance Sheet
Sewing Machine$31.80 Capital

$31.80

Isaac Snopes
Balance Sheet
Loan Receivable
$10.00
Capital

$10.00

Flem Snopes
Balance Sheet
Cash $17.50
Note Payable
$11.80
Loan Payable $10.00
Capital (Deficit) (4.30)

Mink’s equity has increased by $20 ($31.80 - $11.80) for his threat to burn Flem’s barn. And Flem is worse off by
$12.50 ($20.00 for paying on Mink’s machine less the $7.50 gain on the goat sale), seemingly outsmarted at last
by Ratliff.

(more on page 29)
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(continued from page 25)

But Ratliff is to be denied his vic
tory. Flem dramatically reveals to
Ratliff something that Ratliff is now
aware of — that Isaac is feeble
minded, an incompetent. Ratliff is
shocked at Flem’s callousness and
wants no part of Flem’s trading of
Isaac’s money. He gives Mrs. Little
john, Isaac’s keeper, some cash to
hold for Isaac’s benefit, but we do
not learn the amount until 116 pages
later when Mrs. Littlejohn uses it to
buya cow for Isaac. (Isaac has fallen
in love with the cow.) if the reader
has not followed the earlier transac
tions, the sum of $16.80 paid for the
cow is meaningless. The amount
turns out to be exactly Ratliff’s profits
on the goats and the sewing ma
chine. From Ratliff’s point of view,
he has broken even financially and
won a moral victory over Flem as
well. With a further show of righteous
ness, Ratliff decides to burn Flem’s
three-year-old note for $11.80 and
put an end to the repugnant trading
on Isaac’s condition. But in doing
so, Ratliff has inadvertently paid off
Flem’s liability. Mulling over his de
feat, Ratliff thinks
I just never went far enough. I quit
too soon. I went as far as one Snopes
will setfiretoanotherSnopes’s barn
and both Snopeses know it, and that
was all right. But I stopped there. I
never went on to where that first
Snopes will turn around and stomp
the fire out so he can sue that
second Snopes for the reward and
both Snopeses know that too. [p.
89]

He sends a message to Will Varner
saying “it ain’t been proved yet” that
anyone can risk fooling with a
Snopes.
Readers who do not attend to the
precise and complex flow of account

ing transactions in The Hamlet are
missing an essential component of
Faulkner’s intended effect. The care
ful reader, the practiced accountant,
will be the one to find the greater
pleasure in watching these transac
tions subtly unfold in this major
American novel. Ω
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EXECUTIVE MATERNITY
Softly tailored suitdressing, classic suits, con
temporary sportswear, and elegant dresses for a
great image during pregnancy and afterwards.
Catalog with swatches and fit guide $3,
refundable with order. Visit our stores in:
Atlanta, Arlington Hts., IL, Baltimore, Boston, Charlotte,
NC, Chicago, Cleveland, Costa Mesa, CA, Dallas, Denver,
Fair Oaks Mall, VA, Harrisburg, PA, West Hartford, CT,
Houston, King of Prussia, PA, Los Angeles, Minneapolis,
New Orleans, New York, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, San
Diego, San Francisco, Stamford, CT, Washington, D.C.

or inquire about opening a store. Telephone
215-625-0151. 1309 Noble Street, 5th Floor, Dept.
WW7G Phila., PA. 19123.
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